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Summary 



The number of infants abandoned by their birth parents in public places appears to 
have increased in recent years, prompting legislatures in 42 states to enact new 
legislation since 1999. For the most part, these laws are intended to provide a “safe 
haven” for birth parents to surrender their unharmed children and provide them 
protection from liability. Anecdotal reports suggest this issue may be growing in scope, 
but no comprehensive information is available. The 107 th Congress passed the 
Promoting Safe and Stable Families Amendments of 2001 (P.L. 107-33), which 
amended the definition of family preservation services to include infant safe haven 
programs. Legislation has been introduced in the 108 th Congress (S. 342 and H.R. 14) 
to ensure grantees under the Abandoned Infants Assistance Act of 1988 give priority to 
certain groups of children and to require additional reporting and evaluation elements. 
An additional bill, H.R. 77, has been introduced and would require the Justice 
Department to collect and report on data related to abandoned infants. This report 
summarizes available information on the issue and on state laws that have been enacted. 
It will be updated to follow any legislative action in Congress. 



Scope of the Problem 1 

The only national data currently available suggests that incidents of infant 
abandonment in public places increased during the last decade. The Department of Health 
and Human Services (HHS) commissioned a search of major newspapers between 
November 1991 and November 1992 and also between November 1996 and November 
1997, and found published reports of 65 babies abandoned in public places during the 



1 This report was updated April 8, 2003 by Matthew Shuman, Presidential Management Intern 
on rotation from the Department of Health and Human Services. 



Congressional Research Service ❖ The Library of Congress 










http://wikileaks.org/wiki/CRS-RS20901 



CRS-2 



1991-1992 period, compared to 105 in 1996-1997. Of these babies, eight were found 
dead in 1991-1992, compared to 33 who were found dead in 1996- 1997. 2 

It is important to note that the term “abandoned infants” - as the focus of recent state 
laws and congressional interest - refers to babies who are abandoned in public places, 
such as public buildings or trash bins. Both HHS and the Abandoned Infants Assistance 
Resource Center (AIARC) 3 use the term “discarded infants,” to distinguish these children 
from the larger population of abandoned infants who are bom in hospitals but not likely 
to be discharged in the custody of their biological parent, because the parent is either 
unwilling or unable to care for them. HHS estimates that this latter population was 
17,400 children in 1998, increased from 13,400 children in 1991, according to reports 
from state child welfare agencies and hospitals. 4 Another 11,900 children in 1998 
(compared with 9,700 in 1991) were classified as “boarder” babies, or infants who remain 
in the hospital after they are medically ready to go home. These children may eventually 
return to their biological families or be placed in foster care. 

States are required to submit data to HHS on the number and characteristics of 
children in their foster care population, including their reason for placement into foster 
care, which may include abandonment. According to HHS, abandonment was cited as a 
reason for entry for 5% of children (of all ages) who entered foster care in 2001, among 
those children for whom a “reason for entry” was indicated. Abandonment was cited for 
5% of such children who entered foster care in 2000 and 6% in 1998 and 1999. These 
data do not provide detail on the circumstances of the abandonment, such as where it 
occurred. Moreover, abandonment may not be the only reason for entry into foster care, 
as states may indicate multiple reasons for placement. 

Nature of the Problem 

Since little is known about the number of infants abandoned or “discarded” in public 
places, information also is scarce about the characteristics of these children and their 
parents, or the circumstances of their abandonment. The Abandoned Infants Assistance 
Resource Center cites research on mothers who have killed their newborns on the day of 



2 These numbers exclude international cases, double-counting of the same cases that were 
reported multiple times in the press, and cases where homicide was certain. HHS characterizes 
this research methodology as “less-than-perfect” and suggests that the increase between 1992 and 
1 997 in the number of babies abandoned in public places may also represent changes in the extent 
of reporting or in the number of newspapers included in the Lexis-Nexis data base, which was 
the source of the information. 1998 National Estimates of the Number of Boarder Babies, 
Abandoned Infants and Discarded Infants, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 
Children’s Bureau, 2001. Also see: [http://www.acf.dhhs.gov/news/stats/abandon.htm] 

Brief Summary: Information Related to Discarded Infants, Abandoned Infants Assistance 
Resource Center, University of California at Berkeley, available at: 
[http://socrates.berkeley.edu/~aiarc/discarded/discardfs.htm] 

4 1 998 National Estimates of the Number of Boarder Babies, Abandoned Infants and Discarded 
Infants. Also see earlier report by James Bell Associates, National Estimates on the Number of 
Boarder Babies, the Cost of Their Care, and the Number of Abandoned Infants, prepared for the 
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Children’s Bureau, 1994. 




